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Nowadays, we are living a moment in which the struggle of the feminist 
movements is gaining a lot of power, and the voices of women who are fighting for this 
cause are taking their own place in this world. We understand by feminism the set of 
movements that aim to seek equality of rights between women and men, in addition to 
fighting to eliminate the domination of women by men and also the violence towards 
them. The situation in which we, women, find ourselves today is the result of the 
struggle and sacrifice of many other women for many years, because what seems so 
logical to us today, was not always so for everybody.  
Among all this oppression towards women, there was and still can be said that 
there is a specific group whose suffering was multiplied by two. I am talking about 
black women, whose oppression was doubled, as they suffered because they were 
women and because they were black.  
Like any other type of controversial issue that affects society, oppression 
towards black women is a subject also addressed in arts such as literature. Authors like 
Alice Walker, who lived this situation in their own flesh, write about this topic to show 
us the reality of their lives and their own suffering and discrimination. Specifically, in 
her novel The Color Purple, the topic of this study, she shows us the daily life of a 
black woman, Celie, who lives in a really macho and oppressive society.  
In the first chapter, I will talk about Alice Walker, who achieved literary fame 
on the publication of The Color Purple. I will give some information about her personal 
life and also about her writing. Moreover, I will write about the relationship that existed 
between Zora Neale Hurston and Alice Walker, besides mentioning certain similarities 
between both writers. Finally, in the last section of the chapter, I will make a brief 
summary of the plot of the novel. 
In the second chapter, in order to put the novel in context and to be able to know 
better the epoch on which it is based, I will talk about the situation of black women in 
the 20th century. First, I will explain the different dimensions of oppression in which 
these women lived: the economic, ideological and political dimensions. After this, I will 
also explain certain stereotypes that were created for describing black women. Also, as 
one of the most important themes in The Color Purple is black female sexuality, I will 
explain in this chapter how the relationship between black women and sexuality was. 
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Finally, I will also talk about the importance of personal empowerment in black women; 
the importance of safe spaces; and the importance of the support and the good 
relationship that existed between these women, who helped each other to face these 
situations of oppression.  
To conclude, in the third and last chapter, I will talk about some of the female 
characters of the novel, in my opinion the most relevant ones. I will focus mainly on the 
protagonist, Celie, and her relationship with some of the women in the novel. Taking 
into account the theory of chapter two, we will see how Celie discovers her sexuality 
and becomes empowered thanks to the help and support of the other women. In 
addition, I will check if they fall within one of the stereotypes of which I speak in 
chapter two and if they live within the dimensions of oppression also mentioned in that 
chapter. 
To carry out this work, I have done a search through certain bibliography that 
explains black women´s situation in the twentieth century: how they were oppressed, 
their sexuality, and other topics. Also, I have searched for information in some essays 
that deal with the relationship that exists between Alice Walker´s characters in The 
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CHAPTER 1: ALICE WALKER IN CONTEXT 
 
1.1 ALICE WALKER 
 
Literature was and is a way of expressing our opinions and feelings. Sometimes, 
it is used as a protest and a way for oppressed groups to talk about all the misfortunes 
they have to deal with (Isik 21). Someone who has left a lot of mark in the world of 
literature is Alice Walker, who uses her writing to talk about everything she felt she had 
to fight for, more concretely the position of the black woman in daily life. As she says, 
her main preoccupation was “exploring the oppressions, the insanities, the loyalties and 
the triumphs of black woman” (Dieke 2). For some critics, her writing is like a godsend, 
“a sacramental vessel through which the redemption of women in general, and African-
American women in particular, is and will be forever consummated” (Dieke 1). 
Walker was born in Eatonton, Georgia in 1944. She was very close to her 
mother but she had a very distant and negative relationship with her brothers and her 
father, because the bond that united them was affected by violence and sexism. It is said 
that the domestic abuse that she writes about and that we can see for example in The 
Color Purple maybe comes from what she suffered at home and what she saw in her 
hometown (Lauret 5).  
Something she always mentions when she talks about her childhood is the 
poverty in which people lived in the South. For her, poverty and the South have 
contradictory meanings: on one hand, as a black Southern writer she believes that she 
had received a sense of community because of her belonging to that culture. If being 
poor is not identified as a uselessness thing and we identified it as what it is, it can be a 
positive thing.  
On the other hand, Walker says that life in the South is not something that we 
should romanticise, because the reality of this life was that they had to work hard in the 
fields, they lived in very poor houses and they had to suffer the exploitation and the 
mistreatment of white employers (Lauret 4). As she writes in In Search of Our Mothers´ 
Gardens:  
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I am simply saying that Southern black writers, like most writers, have a heritage of 
love and hate, but that they also have enormous richness and beauty to draw from (...) 
No one could wish for a more advantageous heritage than that bequeathed to the black 
writer in the South: a compassion for the earth, a trust in humanity beyond our 
knowledge of evil, and an abiding love of justice. We inherit a great responsibility as 
well, for we must give voice to centuries not only of silent bitterness and hate but also 
of neighborly kindness and sustaining love. (21) 
 
Her most polemical novel is The Color Purple. It is her third novel. With this 
novel she wins the Pulitzer Prize and the National Book Award, both in 1983. With the 
publication of this work, popular acclaim is brought to her and she will be into the 
public eye as she had never been before. Moreover, Steven Spielberg and Quincy Jones 
will be interested in making  a movie about the book (Lauret 9). 
  In the 60s, Alice Walker will be involved in the Civil Rights Movement and this 
will help her to improve as a writer (Lauret 6). With her writing, she creates characters 
that develop themselves inwardly and mature throughout her works. They leave behind 
their previous way of seeing things and adopt new attitudes towards life. For example, 
Celie, in The Color Purple, leaves the path that is established for her as a woman and 
she forges a new one. Some of the characters that she creates present characteristics that 
make them special. For instance, Celie, is a person with a lot of courage and thanks to 
this she can take charge of her life (Dieke 3-4). Usually, her stories, her novels and 
poems are focused on the character's inner life (Dieke 5). Walker uses the language as if 
it were a tool for discovery, and what she wants to discover is what it means to be 
feminine and to be a fully human, all this related to having the ability to be totally free 
and with initiative (Dieke 7-8). 
 
1.2 ALICE WALKER AND ZORA NEALE HURSTON 
 
When we talk about Alice Walker it is important to mention the figure of Zora 
Neale Hurston, who was a great influence on her. In her book In Search of Our 
Mothers´ Gardens, Walker says that she became aware of her need of Zora Neale 
Hurston's work some time before she knew her work existed (83). When she discovered 
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her, she was writing a story, and for it, Walker needed some material about voodoo. 
This is the moment in which she discovered Mules and Men (Walker, Gardens 83). 
The quality of Zora that caught her attention the most was her racial health: “the 
sense of black people as complete and complex human beings, something that is lacking 
in so much black writing and literature” (Walker, Gardens 85).  For Alice, Zora was a 
woman who spoke and wrote her mind almost always (Walker, Gardens 87). Hurston is 
Alice´s example to follow and she is a “legitimating presence for her in the African 
American literary tradition too” (Lauret 15).  
It is said that there are similarities between both women, since many authors 
believe it. If we observe these similarities, we can see that both women are committed 
to the ‘folk’ Southern culture and especially they share the use of black vernacular. 
They are also interested in black women´s self-emancipation like, for instance, the case 
of Janie Crawford in Their Eyes Were Watching God written by Hurston and Walker´s 
Celie. Moreover, their commitment also covers the fight for a daughter of farmers like 
Walker and a slave´s granddaughter like Hurston to “live by the word as self-respecting 
and respected black intellectuals and writers” (Lauret 16).  
We can think that Walker sees in Zora a way to return to her Southern roots, 
since Hurston unites all the private history that Walker has lived in her family and the 
public world of literary tradition and anthropology. Walker is aware of many of the 
similarities seen above, because many of them are of her own conscious making. For 
instance, the fact that she gives Celie the autonomous voice that Janie has not got in 
Their Eyes Were Watching God.  
Thanks to the discovery of her work, Walker had the opportunity to transfer her 
activism from Civil Rights to teaching and writing, always keeping in mind the 
Southern culture, in a moment when she is very far away, both geographically and in 
terms of social class, from it. Also, Hurston´s example lets her express her opinion 
about race and gender relations in the feminist post-Civil Rights era and she will be 
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1.3 THE COLOR PURPLE 
 
As I said before, The Color Purple is Alice Walker´s third novel. It was 
published in 1982 and it was very controversial because of the issues that are discussed 
in it. In this novel, Walker, tells us the story of Celie, a 14 year old girl who lives in the 
South in the interwar period. Her life is marked by oppression, she is born at a time 
when men have total control over women. We can corroborate this already at the 
beginning of the book, when she is raped by her stepfather several times and he says to 
her, which is the first sentence of the book: “You better not never tell nobody but God. 
It´d kill your mommy” (Walker, Color 3). And this is what she did, as she felt so lonely 
she wrote letters to God, therefore the novel is in epistolary form. These letters will be 
then written for his sister Nettie, who will go on a mission to Africa.  
After being raped by her stepfather, she has to marry her neighbour Mr._____, a 
farmer who needs a woman who can be both mother and maid for the children that he 
had already had with his last wife, who is dead. It is through the consciousness of Celie 
that we perceive all her feelings and troubles: the oppression of Mr._____ and the 
friendship she has with Shug. Also, through Celie, we learn about the sexist relationship 
between Sophia, a very rebel woman, and Harpo, Mr._____´s son.  
The characters coexist in a farm that could symbolize the world, and there is 
almost no interference from the exterior to the development of the story. Thanks to the 
simplicity of this world her character's behavior can be highlighted. We can see in a 
clearer way Mr._____´s oppression, Shug´s complexity and all the process by which 
Celie can escape from her position of oppression (Mark-A Cristophe 101). In 
conclusion, as Marc-A Christophe says in his essay The Color Purple: An Existential 
Novel: “The Color Purple is a song of joy and of triumph: triumph of one woman's 
struggle against racism, sexism, and social determinism to ultimately blossom into the 
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2. CHAPTER 2: BLACK WOMEN IN THE 
TWENTIETH CENTURY 
2.1 THE DIMENSIONS OF BLACK WOMEN'S OPPRESSION 
 
As one of The Color Purple major themes is black women's oppression and, 
later, we are going to talk about the novel´s female characters, it is important that we 
know what was the situation of African-American women at that time. 
African-American women were usually brought to America to work in the fields 
as slaves and to perform different jobs that only corresponded to women (Barbara 
Christian 5). Apart from working in the field, which was really exhausting and hard, 
when we refer to jobs that only women can perform, we talk about domestic work, 
which is another of their major occupations. As families saw this work as the future 
employment of their daughters, they always tried to prepare their girls for this. The 
worst part of these jobs was that the salaries were very low, and also, girls and women 
were exposed to continuous situations of sexual abuse and threats by the employers 
(Collins 60). 
African-American women were almost always brought to America in a situation 
of oppression. We can understand by the term oppression: “any unjust situation where, 
systematically and over a long period of time, one group denies another group access to 
the resources of society” (Collins 6). The reason why black women had to deal with 
different forms of oppression was mostly due to their race, gender, ethnicity, class, 
nation, and their age among others (Collins 6). 
In Patricia Hill Collins´ work Black Feminist Thought, we can find that she has 
divided black women’s oppression into three different dimensions: The first dimension 
could be the economic one. For the capitalism of the United States, these women´s work 
was very important. We can talk about an economic dimension of oppression because 
they were exploited, and their only concern was to survive. Due to this exploitation they 
suffered, the majority of black women could not engage in intellectual work. The 
monotony of the work of enslaved African-American women and the extreme poverty 
of unpaid work shows the high costs that black women have taken to survive. 
The second dimension is related to politics. African-American women did not 
have the same rights and privileges that white males had. Black women could not vote, 
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and both black men and women were excluded from all public spheres. In addition, they 
were differently seen by justice, compared to white people. Moreover, in the field of 
education, black women had fewer advantages too. They were sent to segregated 
Southern schools which did not have an ensured quality education. Therefore, many 
black women left their studies without obtaining a minimum education, which makes 
the political oppression of black women more effective (6-7). 
The last dimension is the ideological one. We can find this dimension reflected 
in the images about black women that were originated in the slave era. As Collins 
writes: “ideology refers to the body of ideas reflecting the interests of a group of 
people” (7). 
Images like that of the “mammy” ended up being seen as totally normal and accepted 
images because they were strongly introduced in society by racist and sexist people. 
Since people saw these images so “normal” and they were so introduced into society, 
sometimes they were used to justify oppression. These negative stereotypes were also 
crucial to black women's oppression.  
These three dimensions together served to keep black women in a situation of 
control. This system suppresses and subordinates all their ideas so that the power 
remains on the white male. In this way, black women never had a leadership position in 
those moments (Collins 7). Black women did not receive support from white men, but 
in addition, they were not supported by the white feminists either.  
Hazel V. Carby writes in Reconstructing Womanhood that “the struggle of black 
women to achieve adequate representation within the women's suffrage and temperance 
movements had been continually undermined by a pernicious and persistent racism” (4). 
Accordingly, black women were never participants in the feminist movements of white 
women, because, to tell the truth, white women only cared about the problems of white 
middle-class women. As white women said, they were not black, so they could not talk 
about black women's experiences because they felt that they were not qualified to do it 
(Collins 8). 
The only way for black women to participate in these feminist movements, to 
gain a public voice or to be published writers, is by removing all the negative 
stereotypes that take them away from what a woman should be at that moment (Carby 
6). Quoting Barbara Smith, Hazel V. Carby writes in Reconstructing Womanhood that: 
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the feminist movement was an essential precondition to the growth of feminist 
literature, criticism, and women's studies, the lack of an autonomous black feminist 
movement contributed to the neglect of black women writers and artists, there being no 
political movement to give power or support to those who want to examine Black 
women's experience. (7-8) 
 
Therefore, without this political movement we have mentioned above, we do not 
have “a black feminist political theory to form a basis for a critical approach to the art of 
black woman” (Carby 8). 
In conclusion, on the one hand, black women have been oppressed in several 
ways since slavery, and we can say that these situations are still happening today. On 
the other hand, the fact that white feminist women never supported black women, did 
not help black women to be heard to get out of their oppressive position. 
 
2.2 STEREOTYPES ABOUT THE BLACK WOMAN 
 
For the justification of the oppression of black women, certain stereotypes and 
images were already created during slavery. The objective of stereotypes, as Hazel V. 
Carby says, is: “not to reflect or represent a reality but to function as a disguise, or 
mystification, of objective social relations” (22). The creation of these images only 
helped racism, poverty, sexism and other social injustices to continue to seem 
something unavoidable and normal.  
African-American women were considered outsiders, “the Others”, and they 
were situated on the margins of society clarifying its limits. Their status is the point 
from which other groups defined their normality (Collins 76-77). African-American 
women were seen as objects that could be controlled and manipulated. One example of 
objectification could be the treatment that domestic workers received in the U.S, as they 
were treated like animals and they were called the mules of the world (Collins 78). 
The ideology that people had in the slave era made it easier to create some 
stereotypes that made black women relegate to a situation of subordination. White 
women, to be considered true women, they had to possess four basic attributes, what 
was outside of that norm was not considered a woman. These four attributes were: 
“piety, purity, submissiveness and domesticity” (Collins 79). Obviously, black women 
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were excluded from this group of true women, because they did not have these four 
virtues. They, however, were attributed four other images that were not too good.  
The first stereotype was the one of the “mammy”. The “mammy” is an image 
that was created for the justification of the economic exploitation of domestic workers. 
The “mammy” is a servant who takes care of a white family, and specially of their 
children. Although, sometimes, she has some authority, she knows perfectly which her 
place in the family is. Obviously, it is a place of subordination (Collins 80). 
White women were identified primarily as wives and mothers. On the contrary, 
black women were identified exactly with the roles of worker and mother. In this way, it 
is not a surprise that in Southern literature and life the “mammy” image began to be 
very recurrent (Christian 7-8). Black women conceived the fact of being a mother with a 
lot of respect. Being a mother was like a symbol of the relationship between the creation 
and the earth, therefore, being the mother of a child was something sacred. Because of 
this sacred vision, white families tended to think that black women were perfect to play 
the role of mammies (Christian 11). 
Dominant groups controlled the fertility of black mothers. They were treated as 
units of capital, which each time they had a child, they increased the properties and the 
power of the employer. It was a system of capitalist exploitation that took advantage of 
black women's fertility and sexuality (Collins 57).  
Black women, involuntarily, contributed to the existence of this image and this 
racist oppression, because they internalized this image and transmitted to their children 
what was their place in white society (Collins 80). 
Another of the stereotypes created about black women is the one of “the black 
matriarch”. The matriarch represents the mother figure in black homes, unlike the 
mammy image, that represents the mother figure in white homes. The “good” mother is 
represented by the image of the mammy, while the matriarch is the “bad” black mother. 
 It was said that they were bad mothers because they spent too much time working away 
from home and they could not take care of their children as they would like or should. 
These black matriarchs were portrayed as very unfeminine and even aggressive women. 
The oppressor groups pointed out that the matriarch was a woman who had failed in her 
role as mammy. They were women who had rejected their role as submissive servants 
(Collins 83). 
It was said that matriarchs failed in their role as a mammy due to not knowing 
how to model their behavior as women. Because of this, many women who had to be 
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supporting their families felt that they had made some mistakes. The image of the 
matriarch served as an example for other women, both black and white, because they 
put limits to their fertility, they worked away from home and they left behind the image 
of women as someone submissive. In this way, they showed the other women what 
would happen if they challenged the white patriarchal power: they were penalized, their 
husbands could abandon them and they could end up impoverished, among other things. 
If we take together the mammy and matriarch images, they leave black women in an 
unsustainable position (Collins 84-85). 
The third stereotype is that of the “welfare mother”. This stereotype defines 
black women who were poor, from working-class and used social welfare benefits that 
were granted by law.  
After the Second World War, African Americans fought and won certain rights 
that they had not previously had. They won with their fight what the rest of people 
received for the simple fact of being white: Social Security, scholarships for their 
children, and other basic political and economic rights. As they were earning these 
rights, it is said that they rejected jobs in which they were exploited and they lived 
collecting welfare. This fact affected the economy of the country, and because of this, it 
was important at this time for elite groups to control black women's fertility. 
Like the matriarch, the welfare mother is also a bad mother. She took advantage 
of all the benefits that were given to her, and she learned to live avoiding work and 
collecting welfare, as it was said before. But the problem for the oppressor groups was 
that they were passing the same values to their children, so that is why the control of the 
fertility was so important (Collins 86-87). As Patricia Collins says in Black Feminist 
Thought: “The image of the welfare mother represents another failed mammy, one who 
is unwilling to become “de mule uh the world” (87). 
To conclude, the last stereotype is the one of the “jezebel” or “whore”. The 
image of the "jezebel" simply existed to refer to black women as "sexually aggressive 
women". With this image, the sexual abuse that black women received from white men 
was justified (Collins 89). Black women were seen as women with a strong sexual 
appetite (Collins 89). Therefore, instead of blaming white men for the repeated rapes of 
black women, black women were blamed for their supposed excessive appetite 
(Christian 13). 
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If we take these images all together, we can see that some of them already come 
from the slave era and that they simply served to keep black women under the mandate 
of white men, to the point of being blamed for unjustifiable acts such as rape. 
 
2.3 BLACK WOMEN AND SEXUALITY 
 
Quoting Evelynn Hammonds, Patricia Hill Collins writes in Black Feminist 
Thought that “black women's sexuality is often described in metaphors of 
speechlessness, space or vision; as a ‘void’ or empty space that is simultaneously ever-
visible (exposed) and invisible, where black women's bodies are already colonized” 
(133). 
In The Color Purple, we can see how Alice Walker gives Celie the opportunity 
of having a voice to talk about her childhood and the problems she had with sexuality. 
In this way, she can talk clearly about the abuses that she received and, at the same time, 
she is putting her voice to the debates about women's sexuality, which at that moment 
were silenced (Collins 133). 
There are several reasons why black women kept silent about their sexuality. 
One of them could be the fact that many positions of power are not occupied by black 
women. Their voice is suppressed by dominant groups, and these groups were formed 
by the people who embodied black women as a sexual figure.  
Moreover, black women did not have facilities to talk about their sexuality 
because they were ignored by black intellectuals who did not talk about this in their 
black studies scholarships, for instance. Analysis about black women sexuality were 
scarce at this time, and they were only present if it was to relate them to some study 
about African-American men (Collins 133-134). 
Another reason why black women were in silence, is because they were not 
given the courage to talk about certain topics, and sexuality is one of them. Paula 
Giddings, as Patricia Collins points out in Black Feminist Thought, explains another 
factor that is important: “the “last taboo” of disclosing “not only a gender but a sexual 
discourse, unmediated by the question of racism”” (Collins 134). In this way, and with 
the presence of this taboo, the studies on sexuality that had something to do with black 
men were not seen as acceptable, while white racist assumptions about black women's 
sexuality were. Some characteristics of black women's sexuality could be the subject of 
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a study, while themes like rape or incest, in which the image of men was present, were 
taboo (Collins 134-135). 
Finally, in some cases being in silence had certain benefits for black women. 
This is what is called by Hine, cited by Patricia Collins, “culture of dissemblance” 
(Collins 135). Culture of dissemblance served black women to hide everything they 
wanted about their sexuality, thus avoiding possible situations of violence, for example. 
As Collins says, “in contexts of violence where internal self-censorship was seen as 
protection, silence made sense” (135). 
As we talked about rape before, it is important to know that “rape has been one 
fundamental tool of sexual violence directed against African-American women” 
(Collins 158). These violent acts show us how standardized this system was. If these 
acts were aimed at people from another social group, they would probably be punished 
immediately. However, as they are oriented to black women they are “forgiven”. As 
sexual violence is constructed in terms of gender and race, we can say that white and 
black women and black men did not live the same kind of violence.  
Rape was the most characteristic way to force women sexually, and, of course, 
there was always justification for these acts due to the existence of the image of the 
black woman as a “whore” or “jezebel”. An important consequence of these women 
being raped was that they were doubly victimized. On the one hand, and mainly, 
because of the fact of being raped; but, on the other hand, they were victimized by their 
relatives, who made them responsible for this fact (Collins 158-159). 
Something that was hidden in the silence of black women about their sexuality, 
is that they were also raped by black men, because these men also assimilated the 
stereotypes about black women that we mentioned before (Collins 159-160). Angela 
Davis says that “rape was a weapon of domination, a weapon of repression, whose 
covert goal was to extinguish slaves women´s will to resist” (23). 
Sexuality can be studied as another type of oppression without relating it, for 
example, to the oppressions of race, gender and class. Because of the existence of 
images like the “whore” one, people saw the sexuality of black women as something 
obscene (138-139). Their bodies were exploited, objectified and, for white men, they 
were like products that were made to give them pleasure (Collins 143). As Carby writes, 
quoting Anna Julia Cooper, “black women's struggle for sexual autonomy was “a 
struggle against fearful and overwhelming odds, that often end in terrible death”. She 
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contrasted the white woman who “could at least plead for her own emancipation” to the 
black woman of the South who have to “suffer and struggle and be silent”” (3). 
 
To summarize what was written previously, we can basically say that black 
women were not in absolute possession of their body and, even less, could be sexually 
free. In addition, their lives were marked by continuous rape and sexual violence. 
Therefore, sometimes, it was better for them to remain silent and not say anything about 
their sexuality. 
 
2.4 THE IMPORTANCE OF PERSONAL EMPOWERMENT 
 
Although the image of black women that prevailed in this era was the one of the 
subordinated and silenced women, there were a lot of them that also fought for their 
empowerment and for having a voice. In fact, reports as the Jacqueline Bobo (1995) 
one, shows that black women who watched Spielberg´s film The Color Purple started to 
think about their position and the stereotypes they were imposed.  
There are several African-American women who did not identify with these 
stereotypes. They thought that these kind of images were created to give a meaning to 
their lives, but their lives´ experiences were totally in contradiction with what these 
images expressed. The rejection of these stereotypes by some black women makes us 
think that they were aware of what was happening and make us know that a collective 
consciousness was real. Black women's consciousness, which helped to fight 
oppression, was studied by black women intellectuals, and the presence of this element 
was very important for their survival (Collins 108-109). 
In comparison with the stereotypes created for white women, those of black 
women were extremely negative. Therefore, for black women, the need to create their 
own identity and make known what they really are is born from the struggle to change 
these stereotypes (110-111). Black women began to organize themselves to fight against 
these stereotypes and oppressions, but for this to be effective, they needed to gain their 
own voice and possess certain safe spaces in which they could recite their speech. This 
could only happen in African-American institutions, large families or even churches, 
but this free and safe discourse was necessary for them to be able to get out of the 
conditions in which they found themselves. What they wanted to achieve with the help 
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of the safe spaces was the rise of a resistance against these ideas that the ruling classes 
imposed on them. These institutions and safe spaces that were created in this time were 
very important because they opposed the bad images that were given of women even in 
schools and media. The presence of “Black feminism” was very important for the 
creation of these safe spaces.  
In their search for a voice, the relationship that these women had between them 
was really important. The same happened with the mother-daughter relationship, 
because these mothers tried to inculcate their daughters this idea of empowerment since 
they were kids (111-112). In fact, Alice Walker, according to Mary Helen Washington, 
“never doubted her powers of judgement because her mother assumed that they were 
sound; she never questioned her right to follow her intellectual bent, because her mother 
implicitly entitled her to it” (Washington 145). 
Their right to exist was affirmed thanks to these relationships that black women 
maintained among them (Collins 113). For them the best interlocutor was another black 
woman, since they knew perfectly the situation of all of them and together they could 
create a perfect connection. Knowing that someone was listening to them was essential, 
because in this way they discovered that they had a real voice that could be heard (114). 
The importance of these relationships was reported in many works by black writers, for 
example Alice Walker shows us how Shug helps Celie to grow personally (115). 
All this, in addition to some other actions, helped to give a new meaning to the 
image of black women. This new meaning helped them a lot because it worked as an 
instrument to overcome all kinds of oppression. 
With their discourse, these women wanted to encourage others to seek their own 
self-definition, self-valuation and respect, their own self-reliance and independence and 
finally, their personal empowerment.  
Getting their self-definition was very important when we talk about the survival 
of black women (Collins 123). Going from having an internalized oppression to having 
a free mind was a frequent point in black writers´ works. This journey towards freedom 
is like a metaphor which represents the step from silence to expressing oneself and 
acting (Lorde 40). 
Neither a selfish nor a narcissistic term, self-definition was not achieved by 
separating themselves from the rest, the best way to find it was within the family and 
the community. Black women achieved and developed self-definitions less objectified 
and more meaningful when they came together (Collins 124). As Patricia Collins says:  
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Identity is not the goal but rather the point of departure in the process of self-definition. 
In this process Black women journey toward an understanding of how our personal lives 
have been fundamentally shaped by intersecting oppressions of race, gender, sexuality 
and class. (125) 
 
Getting this self-definition, everything that was said about black women by the 
dominant groups was totally questioned. To define themselves, black women did not 
use the stereotypes that were imposed on them (125). Other values that these institutions 
or safe spaces encouraged black women to achieve were respect and self-valuation. 
Whereas self-definition refers to the awakening of women to be against stereotypes, 
self-valuation refers to the content that these self-definitions had.  Much effort was put 
into the search for self-respect, which shows us the true meaning of self-valuation. 
Collins says that “in a society in which no one is obligated to respect African-American 
women, we have long admonished one another to have self-respect and to demand the 
respect of others” (126). What black women were searching more specifically was black 
men´s respect. What for us is normal and a right, for them it was very complicated to 
achieve because of the simple fact of being black and women (126). 
Black women also encouraged other women to value their self-reliance and their 
independence. Although having these characteristics did not fall within the notion of 
femininity, by circumstances of life, these women always possessed self-reliance and 
they were inculcating this in one another, since it really was a good thing. The idea of 
continuing to encourage women to be self-reliant had a lot of support among black 
women (128). 
Finally, black women were also encouraged to empower themselves, in order to 
bring about a change in society. This change of consciousness was only possible if they 
also acted. Black women were the ones who provoked a change, for example, leaving 
their works in the field by their own decision to stay at home taking care of their 
families; they also opposed the presence of men and their decisions in black women's 
organizations and they helped to change people's consciousness creating their own art 
too. 
The most important thing of all this, in fact, was not the change of collective 
thought, but the one that each woman made within herself despite the possible 
limitations that she could have (129). As Patricia Collins says:  
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According to many African-American women writers, no matter how oppressed an 
individual woman may be, the power to save the self lies within the self . Other black 
women may assist a Black woman in this journey toward personal empowerment, but 
the ultimate responsibility for self-definitions and self valuations lies within the 
individual woman herself. (130) 
 
To conclude, we can say that there were a lot of African-American women who 
fought for their rights and what was theirs. Despite the adversities, and that they were 
not heard as they should be, their persistence helped them to change, even if only a 
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3. CHAPTER 3: FEMALE CHARACTERS IN THE 
COLOR PURPLE 
 
Now that we know which was the situation of African-American women in the 
twentieth century, I will start to revise if there is any coincidence between what it is said 
above and the position of the female characters in The Color Purple, especially focusing 
on the protagonist, Celie. I will also deal with issues I talked about earlier, like sexuality 
and the importance of empowerment represented by Celie´s internal evolution, which 




As we already know, Celie is the protagonist of the story that Alice Walker 
writes in The Color Purple. Walker tells us about the life of a young girl who has to 
grow up in an environment of continuous abuse and pronounced sexism. The childhood 
that Celie had, along with diverse episodes that she lives during the novel were 
determining in her personality. She is a character who was denied her own identity and 
she is just a worthless puppet that men drive like they want. In relation to the different 
levels of oppression proposed by Patricia Hill Collins, we can say that Celie is 
oppressed, above all, economically and ideologically. On the one hand, economically, 
because Celie never had access to that intellectual work I talked about before, and 
because of this, her only work is taking care of the house and trying to survive. Also, 
because of her situation, economically she is totally dependent on men, in this case on 
Mr._____. On the other hand she is oppressed ideologically, because living in that 
society, she can not behave in the way she would really like. Because of being a 
woman, every step that she takes is going to be judged by all the people of that cruel 
society (Isik 29). Celie could represent the stereotype of the “mammy”. Although not 
exactly as it is described above, because Celie is not taking care of a white family, she 
could represent it because, actually, she is simply taken to Mr._____'s house to take care 
of his children and the house. Also, Celie is very conscious of her functions as a woman 
and her position of inferiority. Her day-to-day work is the work of a "mammy".  
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Celie is denied her own identity because she does not feel that she really belongs 
to the place where she is. Her mother, who was only a victim and the result of that 
oppressive society, never gave her anything she needed from a mother. Celie's mother 
succumbed to death rather than fight against the oppression she suffered, leaving her a 
fairly defined future (Barker 56). 
When her mother no longer served her stepfather in matters of sex, she is 
replaced by Celie, whom he repeatedly rapes. Celie is only seen as an object, what her 
stepfather highlights when he gives her to Mr._____. He only highlights her abilities 
regarding work and sex: “She ugly. He say. But she ain't no stranger to hard work. And 
she clean. And God done fixed her. You can do everything just like you want to and she 
ain´t gonna make you feed it or clothe it” (Walker, Color 10). By continually listening 
to this kind of things and not receiving any appreciation, she ends up believing that she 
really is that way. As she feels that she can not speak or tell her truth, because, as her 
father says, “she tell lies” (Walker, Color 10), she starts writing letters to God, 
wondering if her life will change one day or what did she do to deserve all that. Because 
of all this, she herself denies her own being by crossing out the “I am” in her first letter 
(Walker, Color 3).  
Something that pronounced this lack of identity was the separation from her 
sister, Nettie. She is the only one who can give Celie the love that she lacks. But 
Mr._____  saw their contact as something dangerous. He thought that if they were 
together, Celie could arm herself with the courage to fight against him and her 
oppression, since she would finally feel that she has something to belong to. The only 
way that Celie would feel good is if she receives the love she lacks, if she were lucky 
enough to have someone to tell her what to do and to worry about her situation (Barker 
56-57). But as long as she does not find that person, Celie will remain submissive to 
Mr._____'s control and doing her best to survive. She makes it clear to us when she tells 
Nettie: “But I don't know how to fight. All I know how to do is stay alive” (Walker, 
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3.1.1 CELIE'S RELATIONSHIP WITH SHUG AVERY: THE DISCOVERY OF 
HER SEXUALITY AND HER DESIRE FOR SELFHOOD 
 
As I said before, Celie was always incomplete and one of the reasons was that 
she never had a mother who nurtured her the way she needed. For Walker, Celie is a 
character that represents black women. She compares her to them in the way they carry 
their pain internally being unaware of all the value they actually had (Barker 56). 
Someone who acts as a mother to Celie is Shug. Shug is a blues singer and 
Mr._____´s lover. For the readers, at first, she does not represent the figure of someone 
with a maternal instinct, but as we move forward in the novel we realize that with Celie 
she acts as if she were a mother. This is what Celie thinks when she sees Shug in a 
photography for the first time:  
 
“Shug Avery was a woman. The most beautiful woman I ever saw. She more pretty 
then my mama. She bout ten thousand times more prettier then me. I see her in furs. Her 
face rouge. Her hair somethin tail. She grinning with her foot up on somebody motocar. 
Her eyes serious tho. Sad some”. (Walker, Color 8) 
 
We can see how Celie, in the previous quote, compares Shug with her mum. 
This is something that we realize she does a lot of times during the novel. Unlike Celie's 
mother, Shug is not a victim of this oppressive society. She is totally the opposite. She 
is not represented by any of the stereotypes I talked about earlier. Unlike Celie, Shug is 
a free woman that does not let society tell her what to do and how to behave. Because of 
this, no stereotype defines her. Thanks to all the things that she had lived, she can have 
now a proper “self” (Barker 57). Celie tells us what she likes most about Shug: “What I 
love best bout Shug is what she been through. When you look in Shug's eyes you know 
she been where she been, seen what she seen, did what she did. And now she know” 
(Walker, Color 244).  
At first, it is Celie who acts like a mother for Shug when she arrives at her 
house, as Shug did not have a good relationship with her mother either. Although in the 
first moment Celie does not have any special feeling towards Shug, she only takes care 
of her because this is what Celie has to do as Shug is invited in her house. As time 
passes, this attention that Celie gives to Shug begins to be reciprocal. In this 
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relationship, at first, it is Celie who acts like a mother but she begins to discover that the 
person who receives love and care is herself from Shug. In this moment the roles 
change. It is a moment in which Celie feels connected to someone for the first time. 
They represent the love and the good relationship that existed among Black women, 
about which I talked about earlier (Barker, 57-58). 
They become very good friends and the love that they feel for each other gets 
stronger. So much that Shug gets to change Celie completely. Thanks to Shug, she feels 
that someone is worrying about her. Shug does things for her that nobody had done. For 
example, when Shug writes a song with Celie´s name. When this happens, Celie thinks: 
“First time somebody made something and name it after me” (Walker, Color 70). When 
Shug shows her this song, Celie feels that “she must be somebody to be a subject of a 
song” (Ross 10), and in this way Shug is validating Celie as her confidant and her 
friend. Shug also cares about Celie trying to get her away from the environment that 
surrounds her. She even tries to change Mr._____ trying to convince him not to hit her. 
Also, Shug takes Celie to a safer place when she discovers that Mr._____ was hiding 
Nettie´s letters and that her stepfather is not her real father. It is the maternal instinct 
that Shug develops that makes her protect Celie (Barker 58). 
 
3.1.2 CELIE´S DISCOVERY OF HER SEXUALITY 
 
 We already know that Celie´s life is marked by continuous rape, something that 
affected her so much when we talk about her sexuality. Her stepfather and Albert had 
also internalized the image of the black woman as an object, as someone good only to 
work and to give them pleasure, and because of this, the continuous rapes were justified. 
We can say that Celie belongs to the group of the silenced women I talked about in 
chapter two. She had not the courage to talk about it and, moreover, she did not have 
anyone that she felt she could talk with about this kind of things that were so taboo, as I 
said before.  
As Ellen Barker says in her essay “Creating Generations: The Relationship 
between Celie and Shug in Alice Walker's The Color Purple”, “because Celie has been 
the subject of repeated rapes and beatings she has no desire to get to know her own 
body” (60). But, when Shug Avery arrives everything changes, and she starts to have 
some interest in her body. The first naked body of a woman that Celie sees is Shug´s, 
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and seeing Shug´s body makes her feel her first erotic stirrings and she starts to feel 
desire (Barker 60). Celie writes: “First time I got the full sight of Shug Avery long black 
body with it black plum nipples, look like her mouth, I thought I had turned into a man” 
(Walker, Color 47).  
 As Daniel W. Ross says: “the process of discovering or developing desire 
begins, for Celie, with the reappropriation of her own body, which was taken from her 
by men” (Ross 3-4). If she regains her body, it would be easy for her to achieve her own 
selfhood and thanks to this she would be able to talk about this taboo theme that sex and 
rape is. During the time that this process takes, Celie starts to love herself. Also, she 
starts to write letters to her sister Nettie instead of writing to God. 
 The scene in which Celie's life changes and she initiates all this process is the 
mirror-scene, in which Celie discovers her body. The abuse that these silenced women 
like Celie suffered remind them that they were inferior to men, which is why 
confronting their bodies could be a “painful experience”, because when they confront 
them they are also confronting the abuses that they suffered since slavery. Because of 
this sexual violence, Celie always “tries alternately to ignore and to annihilate her body” 
(Ross 4). 
 Shug makes Celie start to feel curiosity about her body, and in this way Celie 
proceeds with her self-development until she is totally free from men (Ross 5). What 
Shug needs from Celie is that she discovers all the components of her body, and for this 
they need a hand-held mirror. In the mirror scene they act as if they were “two little 
prankish girls” (Ross 10). Shug also talks to Celie and explains to her what she is going 
to see, as if Celie was a little girl:  
 
“Listen, she say, right down there in your pussy is a little button that gits real hot when 
you do you know what with somebody. It git hotter and hotter and then it melt. That the 
good part. But other parts good too, she say”. (Walker, Color 74) 
 
Although Shug is a free woman, we can feel that she is also embarrassed when 
talking about sex, as when she says, “when you do you know what with somebody”.  
In the mirror, Celie can appreciate three elements: “the hair that shielded her 
vagina from view, her black lips, and, finally, her feminine beauty, symbolized as a 
rose” (Ross 5). Each of them represents Celie´s vision regarding her body. The hair, that 
reminds her of the time when her stepfather raped her, represents her previous attitude 
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towards her body. But inside this hair, she can find the wet rose that symbolizes the 
change in her way of thinking. Between these two elements Celie can see the lips, 
which could represent the ambivalence she feels at present. Her lips are dry, which tells 
us about Celie´s “virginity” and the silence she was living in (Ross 6). Her first 
impression of her body is not too good, but she suddenly changes her mind and she 
recognizes her body as totally hers: “It mine, I say” (Walker, Color 75).  As Ross says, 
for Celie, “the mirror opens the door of her imagination, helping her envision a world of 
new possibilities for herself” (8). Because of the discovery of her genitals, she no longer 
thinks that her body is something that she should ignore and annihilate; now she thinks 
that it is something that she should take care of and a “source of pleasure” (Ross 11).  
Shug and Celie develop a lesbian connection which makes their relationship 
stronger. Celie, accustomed to men being always the enemy prefers a lesbian 
relationship, which to us seems the most logical choice (Barker 61). Quoting Ross, E. 
Ellen Barker writes that: “Celie´s orgasm suggests a rebirth or perhaps an initial birth 
into a world of love, a reenactment of the primal pleasure of the child at the mother's 
breast” (61).    
Thanks to this desire of selfhood that Celie starts to feel, she begins to establish 
a series of relationships with women like Shug, Sophia, Mary Agnes, and the most 
important one, her sister Nettie, after the discovery of all her hidden letters (Ross 3-4). 
It could be said that Celie's life starts in this moment (Barker 61). 
 
3.1.3 CELIE´S DESIRE FOR SELFHOOD 
 
 As I talked earlier about the importance of personal empowerment in black 
women, and I have already revised Celie´s experience with sexuality, now I am going to 
see how she, after discovering her body, starts to look for her own selfhood.  
Alice Walker presents us in The Color Purple the oppression as a male activity 
which is born mainly from the need of men to dominate women (Mark-A Christophe 
101). This idea of domination is based on the relationship between Celie and Mr._____. 
For Walker, it is not racism that explains the oppression that black women suffer from 
black men; rather, it is the need for black men to affirm their masculinity that makes 
them oppress black women.  
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What Alice Walker gives more importance to in the novel is the concept of 
power, the power to be who we want to be, the power to be able to resist oppression. In 
the novel, we can see how relationships like the ones between Harpo and Sophia, 
between Mr._____ and Celie or even the relationship between blacks and whites in 
America are totally based on the concept of power (Mark-A Christophe 102).  
For Albert, Celie is like and object or like a toy with which he can do whatever 
he wants. Celie´s fate is determined by him. Celie does not exist for herself, as Mark-A 
Christophe says in “The Color Purple: An Existential Novel”: “Celie is what he wants 
her to be” (103). Celie is like a slave, she only exists for him. She is so oppressed by 
Mr._____ that she can not even pronounce his name. Celie is only capable of doing it 
when she finally owns herself.  
As I said before, the help that black women received from other black women 
was so important in this process of achieving personal freedom and surviving 
oppression. In The Color Purple, to achieve her empowerment, Celie can count on the 
help of Shug, as we explained before, but also, with the help of Sophia. Sophia is 
Harpo´s wife (Mr._____´s son). Like Shug, she is a woman who gets out of stereotypes, 
like the ones I explained before, and she rebels against oppression by black men (103). 
Both women  “become Celie´s doors into a world of self-definition and self-fulfillment” 
(Mark-a Christophe 104). As the novel progresses, we can observe how Celie changes 
her position as a woman: she goes from being someone submissive and without 
decision, to being a woman capable of deciding on her own life and destiny.  
Since the start she is a victim of the dehumanizing and destructive influence of 
Mr._____. She is alienated in such a way that she sometimes acts as if she were 
someone who she is not and she tries to change her reality. We can see it in the next 
quote, when she is trying to become wood:  
 
“He say, Celie, git the belt. The children be outside the room peeking through the 
cracks. It all I can do not to cry. I make myself wood. I say to myself, Celie, you a tree. 
That´s how come I know trees fear man”. (Walker, Color 23) 
 
Celie is also paralyzed, and she has so internalized her inferior place in the world 
that, as we can see in the next quote, she does not even think about escaping:  
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“You got to fight them, Celie, she say. I can't do it for you. You got to fight them for 
yourself. I don´t say nothing. I think bout Nettie, dead. She fight, she run away. What 
good it do? I don´t fight, I stay where I'm told. But I´m alive”. (Walker, Color 22) 
 
Immersed in a situation of total objection, Celie continues to sustain her need to 
keep fighting the world. We can see how Celie understands the concept of power and 
the extent of her alienation when she says: “It's time to leave you and enter into the 
Creation. And your dead body just the welcome mat I need” (Walker, Color 180). In 
this moment she has the power to be, to decide about her life and about others.  
 We can say that this path towards the discovery of power began already with the 
hatred she felt towards Sophia. Celie envies Sofia´s life because she is strong and she 
does not let Harpo oppress her. Celie suggests Harpo to hit Sofia so that she "behaves 
well" and behaves as a woman should. Celie does this simply because of the envy she 
feels about Sofia's freedom. When Sofia asks Celie why she advised Harpo to hit her, 
she tells Sofía: “I say it cause I'm a fool, I say. I say it cause I'm jealous of you. I say it 
cause you do what I can´t” (Walker, Color 39). Advising this to Harpo, she tries to 
exercise some power over someone (Mark-A Christophe 104). As Mark-A Christophe 
says: “Such is the paradox of existence, that one´s redemption should emerge from 
another being´s subjugation” (104-105). Sofia´s character is very important because 
before Shug´s arrival, she was the example of a free woman Celie could follow. The 
relationship that Sofia has with harpo, a relationship of continuous struggle to be the 
strongest, makes Celie see that there are other alternatives in the relationships between 
men and women. Regarding this, Sofia tells Celie: “All my life I had to fight. I had to 
fight my daddy. I had to fight my brothers. I had to fight my cousins and my uncles. A 
girl child ain't safe in a family of men” (Walker, Color 39). 
 Also, as Lauren Berlant says in “Race, Gender and Nation in The Color Purple”: 
“Sofía is the first woman Celie knows who refuses to accede to both the patriarchal and 
the racist demand that the black woman demonstrate her abjection to her oppressors” 
(Berlant 30). Sofia shows us especially her hardness when she refuses to work in the 
mayor's house when his wife asks Sofía if she wants to. She says to them: “Hell no” 
(Walker, Color 81) and then she punches the mayor in the face. She goes straight to a 
jail run by penal institutions that the only thing they wanted was “to racialize the scene 
of class struggle in the public sphere and to deploy prejudice against “woman” once 
behind the walls of the prison” (Berlant 30). When Sofia tells Celie about how her life 
~ 30 ~ 
 
was in prison, she says to her: “Every time they ast me to do something, Miss Celie, I 
act like I´m you. I jump right up and do just what they say” (Walker, Color 83).  
 We could say that the possible origin of Celie's "lesbianism" would be her 
relationship with Sophia. Celie relates the attitudes that Sophia and Shug have towards 
life as something masculine. It is not that Celie is really a lesbian, but that the 
relationship that arises between Shug and her is the expression of the conflict that both 
maintain with that society dominated by men (Mark-A Christophe 105). In this lesbian 
relationship, Celie finds a refuge. In addition to this, she finds a way to be a different 
person from the one that society and Mr._____ force her to be. Thanks to Shug and 
Sofia, Celie stops being an object to finally be a subject (106).  
The relationship between Shug and Celie is totally opposite to that between 
Celie and Mr._____. Shug is constantly concerned that Celie manages to discover 
herself in every way, while Albert simply worries about maintaining his position of 
power and control through the oppression he exercises over the rest (106). In this quest 
for Celie´s own self, Shug helps Celie to discover her creativity encouraging her to 
design pants, and Shug trusts in such a way in Celie that she is the investor of Celie's 
business (Barker 58). Apart from investing her money and her time, she also gives Celie 
her love. Shug wants Celie to achieve a defined self and she helps her to live her own 
experiences to, after this, let her go. When Celie is in Shug´s house sewing, she starts to 
feel that she is contributing to the society doing something that she likes and she has 
chosen. Also, she feels secure about her creativity (Barker 59). As Ross says: “for Celie 
sewing represents not a means of covering up her castrated genitals but of binding 
together the sexes so that both male and female can “wear the pants”” (14).  
Finally, Shug helps Celie to see herself as an object of creation (Mark-A 
Christophe 61). The final step to be totally free is related to God. Celie always thought 
about God as someone defined by the white man, so this God was also an oppressive 
element (62). Celie had always been like a slave to this God. She had always expected 
God to take care of her and to help her with her problems in life. In the novel we see 
how she does not really receive the help of this God to fulfill all her wishes. Therefore, 
she must start looking for herself, instead of always asking God for help. When Celie 
discovers that Mr._____ had hidden all Nettie's letters, she seriously asks herself: “What 
God do for me? (Walker, Color 173). Shug then explains to her:  
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“The thing I believe. God is inside you and inside everybody else. You come into the 
world with God. But only them that search for it inside find it. And sometimes it just 
manifest itself even if you not looking, or don´t know what you looking for. [...] I 
believe God is everything. Everything that is or ever was or ever will be. And when you 
can feel that, and be happy to feel that, you´ve found it”. (Walker, Color 176) 
 
The redemption happens when Celie feels that she fits into that world, when she 
feels that she is part of “the creation”. At this moment she begins to feel that she is 
important and she values herself. When she values and loves herself, she is able to feel 
the same towards other people. Shug guided her perfectly throughout this journey, until 
Celie became a totally autonomous and individualized being. Shug got all this thanks to 
making her know her body, teaching her that she can love others, making her believe 
that she is part of the creation and finally giving her the ability to speak. As I said 
before, when she says to Mr._____ that it is time for her to enter into the creation, she is 
leaving behind all her time in slavery and she is “announcing her rebirth into this 
creation, to be free, to be equal to every man, to every being” (Barker 62). There is a 
moment in which Mr._____ says to her: “Who you think you is? You can't curse 
nobody. Look at you. You black, you pore, you ugly, you a woman. Goddam, you 
nothing at all” (Walker, Color 187). And a little later, when he challenges her, she 
replies: “I´m pore, I´m black, I may be ugly and can't cook, but I´m here” (Walker, 
Color 187). She, in this way, announces that she finally believes totally in herself. 
As if it were a daughter-mother relationship, there came a time when Celie had 
to take her own path and Shug had to let her go. Shug wants to go on pursuing her 
freedom, and she leaves with the pride that she knows that Celie can fend for herself. 
Celie feels that with or without Shug, she is already a self-sufficient woman and she 
does not need anyone to survive. This is why, when Shug has to come back, Celie 
thinks: “Now. Is this life or not? I be so calm. If she come, I be happy. If she don't, I be 
content. And then I figure this the lesson I was suppose to learn” (Walker, Color 257).  
 As it is said before, when Celie is capable of loving herself, she can love others, 
even Mr._____, as well. She also changes him in such a way that he can give love to 
others too. In fact, almost at the end of the novel, in a moment that they are together in 
the porch, he says: “I´m satisfied this the first time I ever lived on Earth as a natural 
man. It feel like a new experience” (Walker, Color 236). At the close of the novel, 
Nettie arrives with Celie´s children. They are finally all together as a family. All these 
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changes are not only a new experience for Mr._____, it is something new for all the 
characters in the novel. These characters have survived oppression and different 
adversities in life, and “they have made a new life for themselves and for generations to 
come” (Barker 63).  
 The last letter that Celie writes starts like this: “Dear God. Dear stars, dear trees, 
dear sky, dear peoples. Dear everything. Dear God” (Walker, Color 259). As Barker 
says: “Celie´s salutation is a celebration of life and all humankind beginning and ending 
with God, in praise of the self and of creation” (Barker 63). Celie's life is now complete 
since she went from spiritual annihilation to rebirth, something she has achieved with 
the help of black women like Shug or Sophia. When she finishes this last letter with 
“Amen” (Walker, Color 261), she is absolutely believing in the possibility of life and 
she is blessing the human being for our capacity to endure the adversities of life and the 
“horrors of oppression” (Barker 63).  
 
3.2 CELIE AND NETTIE 
 
Although Shug Avery was the character that helped Celie the most in her search 
for selfhood, we can not ignore Nettie´s contribution. As we already know, Nettie is 
Celie's sister, who escaped to Africa to avoid the oppression and sexual harassment that 
Celie is suffering from.  
 Since their mother died, Celie has always been Nettie´s protector. As we can see 
when reading the novel, Celie can not protect herself from the abuses that she suffers 
from her stepfather and, later, from Mr._____. Also, nobody does anything to protect 
her. However, she always sacrifices herself to protect Nettie from continuous sexual 
abuse. In addition, although we have already seen that Celie needed someone to act as a 
mother for her, and even though she is only two years older than Nettie, she acted with 
her sister as the mother they never had. For example, when she realizes that Nettie is 
accompanied by a very old man, she says: “I tell Nettie to keep at her books. [...] Look 
what happen to Ma” (Walker, Color 6). For Celie and Nettie, what happened to their 
mother is something that they have to keep very hard in mind, because their mother is 
the perfect example of what happens to a woman who is in the company of an 
oppressive man.  
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 Nettie is present in Celie´s hardest moments. She witnesses Celie's pain and 
abuses. That is why Nettie loves Celie so much and gives her the same maternal and 
sisterly love that she receives from Celie. As Celie had to leave school because of her 
pregnancy, Nettie helps her learn to read, and also, through all the letters that Nettie 
writes for Celie (the ones that Mr._____ had hidden), she tries to educate Celie about 
what is outside Georgia. Nettie tells Celie about all her travels and everything she learns 
in Africa. Quoting Froula, Cheryl R. Hopson writes that:  
 
through these letters Celie learns her lost history; that their father had been lynched 
when they were babies for having a store that did too well; that their mother, then a 
wealthy widow, had lost her reason and married a stranger, the man Celie knew as her 
‘Pa’; that he had given Celie’s two children to Samuel and Corinne, the missionaries 
whom Nettie had also fled; and that, Corinne having died, Samuel, Nettie, and Celie’s 
children are returning to the United States from their African mission. (Hopson) 
 
These letters written by Nettie are not only a simple way to communicate with 
Celie and tell her about her personal story. They are also a way in which Celie can learn 
new information and therefore expand her education.  
 When Celie marries Mr._____ and leaves home, she lives a miserable life, and 
moreover, she can not see her sister and protect her from their stepfather´s abuses. 
When their stepfather tries to rape Nettie, she runs away to Celie's house, but there, 
Mr._____ also tries to rape her. She resists and he throws her out.  
 Since this moment they start a separation of thirty years, and during this time, 
Nettie always thinks about Celie. In fact, in her first letter, Nettie tries to encourage 
Celie to leave Mr._____. Nettie goes to Africa and there she spends thirty years doing 
missionary work. Nettie always wrote those letters to Celie, but Mr._____ always kept 
them from her. In this way he was interrupting the only relationship of mutual love that 
both women knew until that moment. When they reunite at the end of the novel they are 
both old women. For them, this reunion is like if they were reborn (Hopson). 
Nettie´s letters also talk about “the problems of the Black American on the wider 
horizon of European colonialism” (85). Alice Walker writes Nettie´s story from the 
point of view of a Black American, someone who has experienced life in an internal 
colony of the United States and who escapes to Africa to avoid oppression. Her 
experience in Africa makes us, the readers, think about the question of Black 
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Americans´ roots. Adam and Olivia, who are Celie's children, enjoy the African way of 
life and they really feel at home there (85). They make a very good friend in Africa, 
Tasby, who ends up being Adam´s wife. With their marriage they unify the best of both 
worlds.  
The cyclical journey that Nettie describes in her letters is like the journey of 
Black Americans searching for their roots, which, as Walker thinks, are in the U.S. 
South. 
Nettie goes to Africa accompanied by her Christian God, and when she comes 
back, she is totally enriched with the ideas of African animism. Celie also starts to 
believe in this animism and she also leaves aside her Christian God, who for her was 
always an oppressive figure. Now, they both identify with trees, birds, and with other 

























In conclusion, I think that to better understand the story that Alice Walker tells 
us in The Color Purple, it is important to know first which was the real situation of 
black women at the time in which the novel is set. As we know now, thanks to Patricia 
Hill Collins´ work Black Feminist Thought, black women were so persistently 
oppressed in terms of politics, ideology and economy. Also, white women were another 
oppressive element for them, because all the feminist movements that were created in 
this time were basically influenced by a visible racism. Therefore, black women were 
not included in white women´s feminist theories.  
Moreover, since the slave era, certain images and stereotypes about black 
women were developing to the point of affecting these women´s day to day. The ones 
that I have talked about in this study were: the image of the “mammy”, of the “black 
matriarch”, the “welfare mother”, and the image of the “Jezebel”.  
I have talked about sexuality too, which is a really important theme in The Color 
Purple. This issue is also studied by Patricia Hill Collins, and I came to the conclusion 
that sexuality was a very taboo theme, so most of black women remained in silence 
about it to avoid the possibility of being judged by the oppressive society in which they 
lived.  
Fortunately, there were groups of women who, together, managed to get many 
other women in situations of oppression or discrimination to obtain certain levels of 
self-definition, self-valuation, self-reliance and also to achieve their personal 
empowerment.  
In The Color Purple we have characters like Celie, who feel like these oppressed 
women regarding their sexuality, their empowerment, and, also, they live the different 
levels of oppression in their own flesh. I have talked mainly about Celie, the woman 
who with Shug´s help, she gets to appreciate her body and her sexuality. Now she does 
not see it as something bad, she feels it as a gift of life. Moreover, with the example of 
women like Sophia, she realizes that women and men can have a different relationship 
from the one she is used to, and women do not always have to be submissive. These 
women, along with Celie's sister, Nettie, help Celie to arm herself with courage and to 
break with the chains that have her tied to that life of suffering. In this way, they 
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represent the support that existed between black women, of which I have talked 
previously, and the one that should exist among all of them in general. 
Reading The Color Purple is a way of knowing the suffering that many women 
went through, simply because their skin was of another color and because of the fact of 
being women. Furthermore, this novel leads us to think about the feminist struggle, it 
leads us to think about all that many women had to fight so that today we are where we 
are, and also, it leads us to think about everything that remains to be fought. As Hazel 
B. Carby writes in Reconstructing Womanhood:  
  
The novels of black women should be read not as passive representations of history but 
as active influence within history. The novels of black women did not just reflect a 
society; they attempted to change it. I am considering novels not only as determined by 
the social conditions within which they were produced but also as cultural artifacts 
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